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DID PERIOD ONE CALIFORNIA SMALL-DENOMINATION GOLD ISSUES ACTUALLY CIRCULATE? 
(draft of the essay “Proof of Circulation” by Dan Owens) that appeared in California Pioneer Fractional Gold 
2nd Edition, 2003.) 


At various times during the Gold Rush, there were 
severe shortages of circulating coinage throughout 
California. Prominent bankers and merchants petitioned 
significant private assayers and coiners to help fill this void. 
Firms like Wass, Molitor & Co. did their best to meet these 
requests by issuing gold coins which carried a face value of 
five, ten, twenty and fifty dollars. However, there was also 
a need for small coinage. 

Profiteers shipped wooden kegs filled with spurious 
coins into California to help quench the thirst for small 
change. Included in the importation were two different 
sizes of lightweight pieces from Germany. In San Francisco 
and Sacramento, they were forced into circulation by the 
perpetrators for 50 cents and 25 cents apiece, when their 
intrinsic values reportedly did not exceed 13 cents and 7 
cents respectively. The press complained bitterly about 
these spurious coins and fast acting local bankers and 
merchants refused to accept them. 

During the same time period, jewelers in San Francisco 
produced underweight gold pieces in 1/4 dollar, 1/2 dollar 
and 1 dollar denominations. They came in both round and 
octagonal shapes. A simple Liberty head obverse encircled 
by stars seemed to be the designer's favorite choice. The 
reverse of these issues generally featured a date, a 
denomination, a wreath with a bow, or a beaded circle, and 
sometimes the lettering CALIFORNIA GOLD. 

For years numismatic researchers have debated whether 
or not Period 1 California small-denomination gold pieces 
actually circulated as money in California. In order to answer 
this elusive primary question regarding these fascinating 
issues, I began to search for hard evidence in the 
contemporary newspaper record. 

I chose to concentrate my research efforts on the year of 
1853 because I believed that one of the early years in which 
these pieces were produced would likely draw the most 
press coverage. A large variety of surviving Period 1 issues 
bore the date of 1853, perhaps one of these new issues were 
considered newsworthy to a local reporter. However, an in- 
depth search through the 1853 daily issues of a major San 
Francisco newspaper did not yield any new information on 
these pieces. 

I then decided to examine a vast majority of the 1852- 
1856 California Gold Rush intelligence reports which 
appeared in the New York Times. This quest resulted in the 
discovery of a single tantalizing piece of information on 
California small-denomination gold issues. 

On May 13, 1853, the New York Times reported the 
following news: 


FROM CALIFORNIA. 

ARRIVAL OF THE PROMETHEUS... 

MISCELLANEOUS INTELLIGENCE... 

The Steamer Prometheus, Capt. Churchill, arrived 
yesterday morning, from San Juan del Norte. To the Purser 
we are indebted for favors. The Prometheus... [carried] 400 
passengers, and $170,000 in gold dust on freight, also a large 
amount in the hands of passengers, and dates to the 17th 
[of April] from San Francisco... 

Miscellaneous 

...Gold coin, representing the value of one dollar and a half 
dollar, have recently been issued in San Francisco. 

Encouraged by the fact that the preceding intelligence was 
either taken from a passenger or crew member of the 
Prometheus or from the pages of a California newspapers, I 
decided once again to concentrate my research efforts on the 
year of 1853 by examining the daily issues of two more San 
Francisco newspapers. After this lengthy search did not shed 
any new light on these issues, my attention turned to the 
Sacramento Daily Union. If California small-denomination 
gold pieces had circulated in the year of 1853, a major 
California newspaper should have run a small commentary 
documenting this event. 

In the April 29, 1853, edition of the Sacramento Daily 
Union, I finally struck pay dirt when I discovered the 
following news report. 

THE CITY... 

A NEW COIN.-A gold coin bearing the die of the 
United States Government, of the denomination of 25 cents, 
and no larger in the periphery of its dimensions than a small 
shirt button, has lately made its appearance as a legal tender 
of the circulating medium. Whose invention it is, deponeth 
saith not, but is a flash in the pan. Let it be whose it will. It 
is too small by a number of fractional parts of half inch 
superfices, and could dodge a fellow's fingers, considerably 
if driven unsustained into a close corner of the pocket. 

Clearly the author of this commentary was describing a 
California small-denomination gold piece “as a legal tender 

of the circulating medium.” This passage was hard evidence 
that answered the primary question of whether California sma 
denomination gold issues did in fact circulate as money. Yes 
they did, at least this 25 cent piece in the year of 1853. 
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The Case Of The Counterfeit Wass, Molitor & Co. 

Ten Dollar Gold Coins. 

In an attempt to locate more original material on 
California small-denomination gold pieces, I decided once 
again to widen my newspaper search by reading the daily 
issues of the 1853 San Francisco based Daily Placer Times 
and Transcript. 

On April 6, 1853, the Daily Placer Times and Transcript 
carried a warning on the circulation of counterfeit gold pieces 

which caught my attention. 

News of the Morning... 

We understand that parties are palming off on to the 
community a counterfeit of Wass, Molitor & Co.'s ten dollar 
pieces. Several of these have already been detected at our 
banks, and we caution the public, that they may be on their 
guard against the new coin. 

Knowing that the famous San Francisco private coiners 
Wass, Molitor & Co. had issued ten dollar gold pieces in 
1852 and 1855, 1 wondered who was suspected of being 
behind this 1853 counterfeiting scheme. 

The April 13, 1853, edition of the Daily Placer Times 
and Transcript , contained the surprising answer. 

News of the Morning... 

For some week past counterfeit coin of the size of the 
California Eagle, have been in circulation. They bear the 
initials of W.M. & Co., and are from the dies of one of the 
private coinages formerly legal. A few days since Marshal 
Crozier and his aids set about ferreting out the 
manufacturers of them, and have been so far successful as 
to capture three persons having in possession the dies, and 
also those for manufacturing counterfeit $1 gold pieces. 

The names of the parties arrested, as given to the police, are 
Don Berpi, Senor Nougellett and Isidore Routeer. They 
await examination. 

The statement “having in possession the dies...for 

manufacturing counterfeit $ 1 gold pieces,” may have 
referred to the production of 1853 $1 California small- 
denomination gold pieces. I base my opinion on several 
facts including the May 13, 1853, New York Times 

California intelligence report, which stated that “gold coin 
representing the value of one dollar and a half dollar [had] 

recently been issued in San Francisco.” Also note, that the 
individuals arrested in this case were makers of California 
small- 


denomination gold pieces. Many issues bearing their name 
abbreviations or initials survive today including 1853 

octagonal shaped “DERI” and “N” dollars. 

“Don Berpi” was probably listed in contemporary San 
Francisco directories under the name of M. Deriberpie. He 

was an engraver at 58 Kearny St. “Senor Nougellet” was 
listed as Antoine or Antonio Louis Nouizillet or Nouzillet. 

“Isidore Routeer” was listed as Isadore Routhier. Both of 
these men were jewelers at 58 Kearny St. 

The news of their arrest traveled quickly to Sacramento. 
On April 14, 1853, the Daily Democratic State Journal 
reported the following: 

[Per Adams & Co.’s Express] 

SPECIAL CORRESPONDENCE. 

A gang of counterfeiters arrested...San Francisco, April 
13th....Three men were yesterday arrested by Marshall 
Crozier on suspicion of being connected with a gang of 
counterfeiters, who have been engaged in the counterfeiting 
of the $10 coin bearing the initials of W.M. & Co. The dies 
have been found in the possession of the above mentioned 
parties and it is to be hoped that the gang will be ferreted out 
and brought to a speedy trial. 

In the Thursday morning April 14, 1853, issue of the 
Daily Alta California , the Police Court report dated April 12, 
said that these men were arraigned on a charge of 

counterfeiting. “A number of dies elegantly executed were 
found in the house of one of them on Broadway. They were 
continued until Thursday next...[Deriperpie, Nouizillet L., 
Isadore Routhier], for counterfeiting, were continued till 

today [April 14].” 

An in-depth search through the pages of several 
contemporary newspapers including the 1853 Daily Alta 
California did not yield any additional information 
regarding their case. Regardless of whether Deriberpie, 
Nouzillet and Routhier were found guilty or not guilty of 
the charge brought against them, they continued to issue 
and/or design California small-denomination gold pieces 
after their arrest and arraignment. 

A Letter From San Francisco 

In one final attempt to uncover additional newspaper 
passages on these issues, I contacted California small- 
denomination gold scholars Mike Locke and Robert H. 

Lande and asked them to send me the text of any previously 
reported contemporary letters which mentioned these 
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pieces. They both responded by stating that Wells Fargo 
historian Robert J. Chandler had uncovered two such letters 
which he had published in the Brasher Bulletin . 

One of these letters caught my attention because it was 
postmarked from San Francisco in 1853. 

On September 5, 1853, James G. Hughes, a marine 
stationed aboard the frigate St. Lawrence wrote the 
following: 

u The[re] is a coin heir is a cureoserty in the U.S. for the 
people are buying them up at 37 1/2 cents and sending them 

home so I thought I would send you one.” 

According to Chandler, a small packet fixed to the 
Hughes letter had the impression of a round half-dollar size 
California small-denomination gold piece. The bit of sealing 
wax present had the impression of the reverse bow. 

I found Chandler's discovery to be very interesting. 
According to my research notes in the September 1853 
Sacramento Daily Union there was a brief statement about a 
counterfeit half dollar piece in circulation in San Francisco. 

On September 3, 1853, a reporter for the Sacramento 
Daily Union wrote: 

COUNTERFEIT half dollars pieces are in circulation in 
San Francisco. They have the appearance only of gold. 

Were these circulating “counterfeit half dollar pieces”, 
the same curious coins that James G. Hughes and others 
obtained for 37 1/2 cents and sent back home? The 
contemporary press might have referred to round 
California small-denomination 1/2 dollar gold pieces as 
being counterfeit because of their resemblance to United 
States 1 dollar gold pieces, and/or their small sizes, 
mysterious manufacturers and underweight intrinsic values. 
Whatever the original intent was in manufacturing California 
small-denomination gold pieces, be it lightweight coins or 
souvenirs, it was conceivable that sizes larger than the 
25 cent piece also circulated in California in 1853, perhaps 
at a discount. 


In his letter dated November 16, 1853, Mr. Lecouvreur 
provided the following short commentary on California 
small-denomination gold pieces: 

"Gold coins. I shall pass the half and quarter-dollar 
pieces, which are too small to be practicable and are 
generally looked upon as curiosities." 

This latest find seemed to support the earlier 
observations made in the newspapers and the Hughes letter. 
More than one value of California small-denomination gold 
had circulated in 1853, but these pieces suffered from a 
lack of public acceptance due to their small sizes. 

Complete Newspaper Sources: 

Daily Alta California April 14, 1853, page 2 column 2. 

Daily Democratic State Journal April 14, 1853, page 3 column 2. 
New York Times May 13, 1853, page 3 column 2. 

Daily Placer Times and Transcript April 6, 1853, page 2, 
column 1 

Daily Placer Times and Transcript April 13, 1853, page 2, 
column 1. 

Sacramento Daily Union April 29, 1853, page 2, column 3. 
Sacramento Daily Union September 3, 1853, page 3, column 2. 

I am extremely grateful to California small-denomination gold 
scholars Mike Locke and Prof. Robert H. Lande for generously 
sharing with me all of their valuable insights on Period 1 
California small-denomination gold issues. I would also like to 
thank Dr. Robert J. Chandler for his helpful assistance on this 
project. 


Epilogue 

In order to confirm the theory that various sizes of 
California small-denomination gold pieces had circulated 
during 1853,1 decided to search for additional evidence. 
Within a published collection of letters and diary entries from 
immigrant Frank Lecouvreur, I found a letter he had written 
to his father, which contained a current list of the coins he had 
seen circulating in San Francisco. 



